The Traumatic Amnesias. W. Ritchie Russell, Don Mills, Ontario, Oxford University Press, $7.25, pp. 84, 1971.
This brief monograph is almost entirely comprised of extracts related to the topic of traumatic amnesias from twelve publications by the author and his associates, between 1932 and 1969. It also includes brief current commentaries by the author as introductions to, links between and discussions of the extracts. There is a one-page introduction. There are chapters concerned with the immediate effects of cerebral acceleration concussion, the duration of amnesia in closed head injuries, retrograde amnesia, the amnesias associated with special types of injury, and the physiology of memory. A four-page final chapter entitled "Further Comments and Suggestions" includes some reference to other publications.
The approach is that of the clinical neurologist, and the extracts contain case reports and analyses of clinical data (with some repetition) on patients studied in Edinburgh before the last War and since the early 1940s at Oxford, including the Oxford data on World War II head-injured patients.
An attempt is made to define and show the interrelationship between such terms as 'disturbed consciousness' and 'duration of amnesia' to enhance their clinical value as prognostic indices. This is only partially successful and the criteria for their measurement remain imprecise.,
The publication is free of production errors and is easily readable after one becomes accustomed to the three sizes of type which indicates case reports, other extracts from papers, and the author's current comments. There is a subject and author index and a bibliography.
Although it is not specified to whom this monograph is directed, it will be of value to those interested in the development of clinical concepts of concussion and amnesia. The price appears somewhat high for a volume of this size. The book has eight chapters. The subject is of current interest because in the last decade there has been an increase in the number of suicides in the age group between 15 and 19.
The book has a pragmatic clinical approach; it describes the type of adolescent who is likely to attempt suicide and the factors in the environment and the family which would favour such an outcome. The authors emphasize that the teenager who tries to kill himself is emotionally disturbed and therefore must have a complete evaluation. There are practical suggestions regarding the amount of drugs (major and minor tranquillizers, antidepressants and barbiturates) which could be prescribed relatively safely to potentially suicidal adolescents.
Although the authors relate the incidence of suicide to homicide, suggesting that together they may express the amount of aggression and violence in a particular area or subgroup, there is no attempt to explain the recent increase in the number of suicides in this age group. The sociopolitico-economic factors and their possible relationship to this increase are not discussed, nor is there any attempt to relate the present drug abuse by the young to the increase in the incidence of suicide.
This book provides clinical insight and guidelines which would be useful to psy-chiatrists and other mental health professionals but the price seems exorbitant for such a slim volume. The term 'stress' has many connotations, as was noted by Richter when he defined twelve different meanings (1) . In the present context the volume is a record of a symposium organized by various sections of the American Chemical Society, and the stress discussed is largely physicochemical in nature.
The first four sections are concerned with the responses of various types of bacteria to abnormalities of chemical milieu and changes in temperature, pH and ultraviolet radiation. Whilst the findings may ultimately be relevant to psychiatry, it is not possible to predict exactly how, when and where.
The last four sections of the book deal with the responses of mammalian systems to other stresses; two of these consider the responses of rat tissues to cold and to tumor transplants; another which is slightly more relevant to some biochemical aspects of psychiatry, namely, catecholamine biosynthesis, deals with tyrosine aminotransferase. The final section is the most interesting and has immediate relevance to practical therapeutics -it deals with the liver enzyme systems known as hepatic oxygenases which inactivate lipid soluble substances, notably drugs. This enzyme system can be induced by certain drugs, particularly barbiturates, and once induced may subsequently inactivate other drugs of different chemical structure. This report concerns the effects of chlorinated hydrocarbons, such as DDT and the related impurities found in this insecticide. These substances are potent \nducers of the enzyme, and by this means qan reduce the activity of subsequently administered steroids. Such findings are particularly relevant to those occupied in unravelling the puzzles and paradoxes of drug response. Where there is apparent failure in drug treatment, matters such as adequate dosage and absorption must be considered and also the more rapid inactivation when a previous history or exposure to certain chemicals or drugs is known. Monitoring of tissue or blood levels thus becomes increasingly important in the appraisal of drug effects.
In this book there are 30 papers abstracted from the International Symposium on the 'Biology of Memory', held in the fall of 1969. The purpose of the Conference was to discuss various research and theoretical approaches to the study of the biological basis of memory -it appears to have succeeded reasonably well in achieving this objective and the book reflects this measure of success.
There are some minor problems, for example, there is a lack of balance in some controversial areas, with participation of several proponents of certain positions but no opposite point of view is presented. However a strong facet of the book is that there are audience discussions appended to most of the papers -these provide a valuable balance and some of them are even entertaining.
The competence of the authors of the papers varies widely and their efforts range from some poorly-thought-out research _ap-proaches and poorly-written presentations to a few which are outstandingly well reasoned and well presented.
